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CHIEF KEMLY: It is December 17th, 
2001. The time is 1335 hours. This is 
Battalion Chief Ronald Kemly of the Fire 
Department of the City of New York. I am 
conducting an interview with the following 
individual, Fireman Frank Vaskis of Ladder 
Company 15 of the Fire Department of the 
City of New York. The interview is taking 
place in the quarters of Ladder 15, 
regarding the events of September 11th, 
2001. 
Q. Firefighter Vaskis, would you please 
tell me what happened to you on September 11th. 
A. We were in the kitchen, I guess it was 
quarter to 9 on the 11th. An announcement came 
over the voice alarm saying there's been an 
explosion at the World Trade Center and get ready 
for your assignments. 

At that point everybody who was in the 
kitchen went downstairs to the apparatus floor. 
Two of the guys who had been detailed the night 
before, Firefighter Oelschlager and Firefighter 
Larsen, were just coming back into quarters. 


They had pulled I think it was Firefighter 
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Larsen's van in front of the apparatus doors to 
unload their stuff before they parked across the 
street. 

We got downstairs. We got on the rig. 
Everybody had their bunker gear on and waited for 
our assignment. We were down there maybe five 
minutes before it came over that they wanted us 
to go to One World Trade Center, there was an 
explosion. 

The engine left before we did. We 
pulled out of quarters, and we headed down South 
Street. I had just taken over the position of 
chauffeur from Fireman Sica who was working the 
night tour and he was off; he was off the day 
tour. 

We went down South Street. Lieutenant 
Leavey did not want to take the underpass because 
we had gotten stuck in there a few times in the 
past. So we were making our way around to West 
Street, and there was a backup. 

I guess at this point the Police 
Department was guiding everybody from the tunnel 
into the underpass to get them off of the FDR 


instead of going up West Street. So there was a 


F. VASKIS 4 


bit of a delay with that. 

Lieutenant Leavey was pretty upset 
about this. We got up as fast as we could with 
traffic. We finally were where West Street and 
the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel intersect. At that 
point the Police Department had those orange 
stanchions, directing traffic onto the FDR; not 
the small ones, the big ones that look like 
upside-down garbage cans. 

Lieutenant Leavey told me not to stop, 
just to go through, just to take it and continue 
on. I did what he ordered. I hit one of the 
orange stanchions. At that point we heard an air 
leak. 

He jumped out of the rig, and he tried 
to pull the stanchion from underneath the rig. 
It was wedged. He wasn't going to be able to do 
it. He picked up what looked like a black box, 
maybe four inches by six inches. I guess it was 
some type of a regulator for the front air 
brakes. He jumped back in, and he said, "Listen, 
just continue on, take it as far as it can go 
before the breaks lock." 


I did what he ordered. We ended up on 
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West Street between Carlisle and Albany Street in 
front of a hotel before the brakes locked. I had 
it pulled over as far as I could. At that point 
people were streaming down West Street. There 
were several cops directing traffic. 

Lieutenant Leavey told me that he was 
going to take the troops and walk down. He 
ordered me to stay with the rig, put the jacks 
down, pull out the thing, see if there was any 
way for me to stop the air leak. He said, "We're 
not going to be able to use this rig if we have 
no air. We're going to be stuck here." 

I did what he ordered. The other guys 
were getting out. Firefighter Kopytko realized 
he didn't have his gloves with him. He asked if 
he could borrow mine. I told him, "Well, what am 
I going to do?" He said, "Well, by the time you 
finish what you're doing, there's going to be 
other engine companies. Just stop in and try to 
grab one from one of the other companies." So I 
gave him my gloves reluctantly. 

I put the tormenters down and pulled 
out the stanchion. Now I had this brass coupling 


that was broken. I knew we had a toolbox on the 
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rig. I went over and grabbed the toolbox out. I 
thought that if I bypassed the broken fitting 
that I would be able to get some pressure. I 
took the one that was broken off, and the next 
elbow was too short; it wasn't wide enough to fit 
on. 

While I was underneath checking out the 
situation, I heard a large crash, and one of the 
cops who was directing traffic said another plane 
hit. I heard more screaming, an initial rush of 
people by me, and the cops were saying that there 
was a third plane incoming. 

I did what I could. I found a piece of 
heavy plastic that I thought might hold some air. 
I wedged it in in the broken valve. I put it 
back on, I tightened it up. I left the rig where 
it was. I figured after the job the guys would 
know where the rig was if I didn't move it. Sol 
left it. 

I got my bunker gear on, I got my Scott 
pack and my tool assignment, and I headed down. 

I stopped -- there were two engine companies 
parked in front of me. I don't remember the name 


of the engine companies. I checked both of them 
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for gloves. There were no gloves. I checked the 
chauffeur's seat. No gloves. I got to a third 
engine also. I don't remember which one it was. 
I found nothing in the back. I found a pair of 
gloves the chauffeur had put underneath the seat. 
They were a little small, but it was the only 
thing I had at the time. 

I continued on. I walked down West 
Street, and I noticed that there were body parts 
on the ground in front of me. As I'm walking, I 
noticed a foot. I noticed one corner of West 
Street on the street before Liberty on the corner 
it looked like intestines. I couldn't make out 
what it was, actually. 

I continued on. I realized that things 
were falling. I decided probably the best thing 
to do would be to walk under the overpass, south 
overpass, because I had heard that the command 
center was set up on the other side of West 
Street. 

So I walked over underneath the 
overpass, and there was it seemed like ribbons of 
aluminum or whatever, the facade of the building, 


was trickling down. There were people screaming, 
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"Heads up. Watch for falling debris." When I 
looked up, I noticed somebody had jumped out of 
the building. There were rigs in front of me. I 
didn't actually see where that person landed. 

So I'm still heading into One World 
Trade Center, which was our original assignment. 
I figured probably nothing had changed. I did 
not check in at the command center. I walked 
past it to the north overpass, and I cross back 
over West Street to the front of the building. 

At that point the windows of the 
building had been blown out or taken out by the 
explosion. I don't know. The long, thin windows 
were gone, so I didn't use the actual entrance. 

I walked through the glass right where the fire 
command station was, and there was nobody there. 

I headed towards the stairwell, and I 
got maybe about ten feet from the corner of the 
building, and I felt a wind. At first I didn't 
know what it was. I started to brace myself for 
it. It basically knocked me off my feet, onto my 
stomach, and I slid out of the building from 
where I had come. I was trying to stop myself, 


and I could tell that I went pretty much out if 
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not the same window that I had come in then one 
of the ones next to it. 

I ended up about ten feet from the 
sidewalk in front of One World Trade Center. I 
crawled back in to what I thought was the 
threshold of the frame of the building. It was 
pitch-black. I fumbled around. I put my face 
piece on and turned my mask on. I was choking, 
choking dust. 

So there I am. I'm on my knees for 
what seemed like, I don't know, 15 minutes. It 
was probably only about five minutes. It was 
pitch-black. It started to get gray, and it was 
just cloudy. I could make out where my helmet 
had blown off, and I could see where my tools lay 
further out in the street, maybe 20 feet, just 
outside the curb. 

As the dust cleared, I made my way out. 
I found my helmet, picked up my tools, and I 
headed back into the building. I'm back towards 
the corner of the building, just about to get to 
the staircase, and the door opens and there are 
10 or 12 civilians and they're all disoriented: 


"Here, this is the lobby. This is the lobby. 
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Now where do we go?" They're heading towards the 
main exit. 

When I was outside picking up my 
helmet, I realized that that was where the -- I 
looked up at the Vista Hotel, and I noticed that 
there was a huge V chunk taken out of it. At 
that point I believe that the top of One World 
Trade Center had collapsed and fallen into the 
street. That's what I felt had happened. 

In any event, that debris was blocking 
the main exit for the building. I told them that 
they shouldn't go that way; they should head out 
one of the windows where I had gone out. I said, 
"Stick close to the building and make your way up 
West Street and keep going." 

When I knew that they had some idea 
where they were going, I headed back into the 
stairwell, when the urgent message came over to 
have all firefighters leave the building. They 
were going to form back up at Murray Street and 
West Street. 

So I did that. I headed out. I 
actually followed them up West Street. When I 


got to Murray Street, we heard another loud 
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rumbling, and I looked back and saw a cloud of 
dust. That was I guess when one fell. From that 
time we just ran up West Street. We stopped in 
front of Stuyvesant High School, and we just got 
there just as the dust cloud made it to us. 

We were in Stuyvesant maybe ten 
minutes. I came out. I still couldn't see that 
the building was gone. It looked like maybe the 
top half of it was gone. There was a lot of 
smoke; there was a lot of dust. 

They started another whatchamucallit 
point at Chambers Street where they were letting 
companies go in. At that point I guess I ran 
into the engine chauffeur from 4 Engine, Bobby 
Humphrey, and he said, "Listen, just stay 
together." I told him what happened to me, and 
he told me what happened to him. 

We ran into another group of two 
firefighters, one of the guys who had been 
relieved and another fireman who had been 
detailed but hadn't left yet before the run came 
in. 

So the four of us hooked up. I 


remember him trying to raise Engine 4, as I was 
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trying to raise Ladder 15. They were not 
allowing anybody to go back in without 
supervision. We didn't have an officer with us. 
That's really it. We stayed there. I 
think we spoke to three different chiefs. We 
told them that we had tried to contact our 
companies and they were missing. We told them 
the names of the guys who were working in our 
companies that day, three separate times: 
probably one right after we met up, the second 
one was maybe an hour later, and the third one 
was -- they had set up a table outside of 
Stuyvesant High School. That was the third time 
we were there. 
We were there when Seven World Trade 
Center collapsed. I guess when we got back to 
the firehouse it must have been 10, 10:30, 11. 
Q. Good. I just have one or two 
questions. 
You say you were going to the stairs 
when you got into the Trade Center. 
A. Yes. 
Q. Do you remember which stairs you were 


heading towards? 
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A. I was heading towards the core. I 
never actually -- 

Q. Looked at any numbers? 

A. Yeah, I never got that. 

Q. So you wouldn't know what your company 
went up? 

When you were in the lobby at any 
point, before, during, after, you didn't see any 
other Fire Department personnel? 

A. I did not, no. 

Q. So you hooked up with Humphrey sometime 
after the second tower collapsed? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Okay. Unless you have something else 
you can think of, that concludes the interview. 
I thank you for your time. 


A. Sure. 


